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Jai Alai:

The Fastest Game in the World

an you imagine a game that
‘ is rougher than football and

faster than basketball or
hockey? Jai alai (HIGH-lie) is such a
game! Jai alai, which means “merry
festival,” was created hundreds of
years ago by the Basques people who
live in northern Spain. The Basques
people named the game jai alai
because they played the fast-paced
game at festivals and celebrations.
Today, it is the national sport of the
Basque people in Spain.

History of Jai Alai

Jai alai probably started when the
Romans brought an ancient Greek
handball game to the Basque region.
The Basques changed the Greek
version of the sport by speeding up

the game and perfecting the
equipment. They also created rules
for the sport that have not changed
since the 1500s.

The Equipment and Court

Jai alai was played by hitting a
hard ball with the hand against a
wall. The Basques found that the
walls could not stand up to the
constant pummeling by these balls,
called pelotas, so they developed jai
alai courts called frontons. The ten-
foot front walls were made of granite
blocks. Side and back walls added
later helped keep the pelotas on the
court. A large net on the side of the
court protected spectators. Modern
jai alai courts are still constructed
like this.

The Basques also
changed the equipment
used in jai alai because
of the pain caused by
catching and hitting
such hard balls. Pelotas
resemble baseballs but
are only about two
inches in diameter.
They are made by
covering a hard core
of rubber with linen
thread and two layers of
goatskin. Have you ever
been stung by catching
a fastball without
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WOODEN FLOORS
(OUT OF BOUNDS)

using a baseball glove? That is what
it was like for Basque jai alai players.
To protect their hands, they developed
three-foot baskets called cestas.
Players strap them to their wrists to
catch and return pelotas.

Rules of the Game

Jai alai can be played as singles
(two players), doubles (two to a team),
or triples (three to a team). A match
can be won with anywhere from
6 points for singles up to 30 points
for doubles or triples. The rules are
simple: The server hits the ball in the
green (inbounds) area of the front
stone wall. The opponent must catch
it in the cesta either before it hits the
ground or on the first bounce. Then
the player must hurl the ball back
against the front wall. If the server

does not hit (return) the ball back, the
serve goes to the opponent. Points are
earned in three ways.

e The opponent (the player not
serving) misses the ball or returns
it after more than one bounce.

e The opponent does not return the
ball to the front wall.

e The opponent fails to catch the
ball and throw it in one continuous
motion.

Jai alai’s popularity has spread
over the centuries to other countries
such as southern France, Mexico, and
Cuba. It was first played in the United
States at the World'’s Fair in St. Louis
in 1904. Today, many people still
play jai alai in California, Florida,
and Connecticut.

Setting a World Record

After developing jai alai more than
400 years ago, the Basques made it
an enjoyable part of their culture
and society. Although they may have
anticipated its popularity around the
world, they probably never imagined
that someday jai alai would hold a
world record! In 1979, a ball returned
by Jose Ramon Areito of Spain in a
jai alai match in Rhode Island was
clocked at 188 miles per hour, thus
making jai alai the “fastest game in
the world.” According to the Guinness
Book of Records, this record has yet to
be broken by any other ball game.

Adapted from an article by
Kathleen M. Muldoon
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